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I t is a privilege to be asked to introduce the Third Interna-tional Workshop on Langerhans cells. There have been few, if any, scientific issues in dermatology that in a relatively limited time span have led to so much broad-based and signif-icant progress in knowledge as have investigations on Lan-
gerhans cells. For over 100 years after Paul Langerhans' work [1] the 
derivation and functions of these cells had remained a mystery. 
VI ere they nerve cells, pigment cells, or lymphoid cells? 
Bow much longer would the mystery have lasted, were it not for 
the development in the 1960s of light-and-electron-microscopic 
methods for identifying and counting epidermal Langerhans cells 
[2 3 J? These made possible in the early 1970s Inga Silberberg'S key 
ul~rastructural observation of apposition ofT lymphocytes to Lan-
gerhans cells in contact-allergic reactions but not in irritant reac-
tions and her pro£osal that Langerhans cells function as antigen-
presenting cells [4J. 
This set in motion a proliferation of studies dealing with surface 
characteristics [5 - 7] and functions [8] of Langerhans cells and on 
their relationships to other accessory cells [9] that has been sustained 
to this day (Fig 1). 
One of the most important consequences of the interest in Lan-
gerhans cells is that the whole eP.idermis came ~nder !ntense inves-
tigation and today can be appreCiated as an entirely different organ 
from what it was thought to be only 20 years ago. The wide swath 
of these investigations has had a major impact on cutaneous immu-
nology and physiology and also ~n ~eneral iml?unology. I can 
mention only a few examples of slgmficant findmgs, such as the 
following. 
Identification and characterization of the Thy-1 + epidermal den-
dritic cell population in mice [10,11]. 
The finding that the Langerhans cell system becomes severely 
impaired in AIDS [12] and that Langerhans cells can serve as points 
of entry into the body and probably also as reservoirs for the HIV 
virus [13]. 
The finding that the density of the epidermal Langerhans cell 
population can be used as a clinical assay of the functional state of the 
accessory cell system in infectious diseases (e.g., AIDS) [12] and 
after exposure to drugs (e.g., corticosteroids) [14], etc. 
The finding that keratinocytes are a major source of cytokines and 
other factors [15,16], which revealed and explained the immuno-
logic and other capabilities of the epidermis. 
In the field of photoimmunology, the induction by ultraviolet 
irradiation of the skin of immunologic tolerance for contact aller-
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Figure 1. The number of articles listed in Index Medicus at two-year inter-
vals from 1966 to 1990 that contain the words "Langerhans cells" in the 
title. Arrow, the year when Dr. Silberberg proposed that they function as 
antigen-presenting cells [4] . 
gens and for ultraviolet radiation-induced cutaneous tumors 
[17,18]. 
These and many other findings have been derived from investi-
gations on Langerhans cells and have re-emphasized the importance 
of the skin as an immunologic organ and as an accessible model for 
immunologic studies. The results that will be presented at this 
workshop, I am certain, will further enhance our knowledge in this 
exciting and rapidly expanding area. 
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